A SMART Way of Thinking

Believing that learning and improvement should be explicitly linked is one thing: finding tools and methods that let you act on that belief is entirely different. SMART goals are very effective tools for making this translation. These goals are:


Strategic and Specific


Measurable

Attainable

Results-based

Time-bound

Strategic goals are linked to strategic priorities that are part of a larger vision of success for the entire school district. Strategic and specific means that these goals will have both broad-based and long-term impact because they are focused on the specific needs of the students for whom the goal is intended.

Measurable means being able to know whether actions made the kind of difference we wanted: being able to measure a change in results because of these actions. Measurement can and should occur in a number of different ways using a variety of different tools and strategies. Seeing results across measurements that yield consistent patterns gives us a greater confidence that our actions truly have made a difference.

A goal needs to be attainable: within the realm of our influence or control, and doable given current resources. To know whether a goal is attainable, you must know your starting point (baseline), how much time you have to accomplish the goal, and what kinds of resources you have to make the necessary changes. Setting a goal that is attainable then becomes an art of balancing the degree of stretch that will make the goal compelling without making it unattainable.

SMART goals are results-based: aimed at specific outcomes that can be measured or observed. Results-based goals define not only what is expected, but they also communicate a desired end point. Results could come in the form of student achievement in a particular area, a percentage of students who improve in a certain area, or as a demonstration of learning that can be defined and measured. (Refer to page 244 for more information on results versus process goals.)

Finally, SMART goals are time-bound. As mentioned before, putting a time element in a goal helps you determine attainability. But even more importantly, agreeing on a time frame for achieving the goal helps to keep it a priority. It makes the goal more compelling by giving it some urgency. Having a time limit as part of a goal makes it imperative that we periodically check how well or swiftly we are progressing toward the goal. This helps to keep the goal a dynamic part of the improvement process.

In short, SMART goals let us monitor which of our efforts are making a difference and by how much. For example, here’s a SMART goal from an intermediate school:

Within the next two years, increase by 50% the number of 6th and 7th grade students scoring at proficient or advanced levels in reading and math. (Currently, only one third of students score at those levels.) This goal is:

· Strategic and Specific. It deals with students in grades 6 and 7 and with reading and math skills, both of which are strategic priorities in the district.

· Measurable. The district knows how many students have scored at the desired levels in the past, and therefore can easily compute whether that figure increases by 50%

· Attainable. It is neither so conservative to be uninspiring nor so high that people will think it is impossible to achieve.

· Results-based. It describes the outcome (higher reading and math score), not a process or activity that might contribute to that goal, such as implementing a reading program.

· Time-bound. It gives a time frame to achieve the goal: within the next two years.

Because SMART goals provide a basis for assessing progress, and a tool for assuring that team efforts are focused on strategically important targets, they become the engine that drives continuous improvement and learning. 

How do schools become communities of continuous learners?

Focus – the staff sharing clear goals for student learning
   

Reflection – professional inquiry by staff
     Collaboration – collective responsibility

                     to address the challenges they face 
        among staff to achieve the goals
Here is a brief overview of this framework; each element is discussed in more detail in the following sections:

· Focus means being clear about where you want to go.

· Reflection means using data and information to understand where you are now and what impact your actions have.

· Collaboration means working together to create learning and improvement.

· Leadership capacity grows as the other three elements work together.  People develop the skills and knowledge to take effective action, and have the authority to act on ideas that are consistent with the organization’s vision and plans.

(Conzemius & O’Neill (2001) Building Shared Responsibility for Student Learning)
SMART Goals Make SMART Schools

Having a single team that uses SMART goals will not increase a school’s capacity for improvement, but applying this thinking throughout a school can have enormous impact. In SMART Schools

· Everyone knows what he priorities and expectations are and can align their efforts to achieving them (because the have agreed on strategic, specific, and attainable goals).

· Everyone knows how success is defined, how it will be measured, and when.

· As a part of the overall strategy, everyone is involved in finding ways to achieve the priorities (within the context of his or her own work) and collectively learns what is and is not working.

· Decisions are well informed and resources are targeted, giving successful new initiatives a far better chance of being sustained and continuously improved over time. 

Smart schools build shared responsibility for continuous learning and improvement. They create an environment where specific actions are aligned with strategic intent and are continuously monitored for effectiveness using multiple measures over time. SMART schools use teams as vehicles for collaborative goal-setting, problem-solving, and decision-making, thus assuring that strategies are mutually agreeable and attainable. SMART schools have a results orientation; they use good processes to target high-priority needs in a timely way. 

Conzemius, A. and O’Neill, J., The Handbook for SMART School Teams, National Education Services, 2002.
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